Purpose -Eliminating overpackaging is a central question in sustainable development, and poses a dilemma for retailers. Since packaging is a differentiation tool for private labels, eliminating it could limit the capacity to give those labels an equivalent image to national brands just as much as it could be a sustainable development opportunity and a positioning instrument. Drawing on the attribution theory framework, this article examines how eliminating overpackaging influences consumers' perception of products sold under generic and mimic private labels, and their purchase intention.
Introduction
In the last few years, major large retailers have instigated several initiatives in favour of sustainable development, in response to increasing demand from both consumers and the public authorities (Schwepker and Cornwell, 1991; Burns and Brady, 1996; Thøgersen, 1999; Girod, 2003; Wiese et al., 2012) . Consumers want to be green (Rokka and Uusitalo, 2008; Park and Ha, 2012) . Ergo, retailers want to be green as well. One example in France is the supermarket chain Leclerc, which in 1996 was a pioneer of the move to stop handing out free carrier bags, and in 2010 announced that it would stop publishing advertising circulars by 2020. Meanwhile, Leclerc promoted a policy of simplified packaging for its private label (also known as own-brand) products, reducing the size and volume of packaging, selecting recyclable materials, eliminating overpackaging for yoghurt, toothpaste and mayonnaise (Leclerc, 2010) . Since 2005, in the United Kingdom, the voluntary Courtauld Commitment has encouraged grocery retailers to reduce the weight and carbon impact of household food waste, product and packaging waste (from primary to tertiary packaging), both in the home and the grocery sector (Wrap, 2014) . Retailers from several European countries therefore try to achieve reductions in packaging waste. Considering that 4.7 million tonnes of household packaging are thrown away every year in France, and the recycling rate is only 67% (ADEME, 2012), eliminating overpackaging, i.e. outer packaging designed to surround the product without any grouping of primary units, appears particularly appropriate, especially as the function of this type of packaging relates more to marketing than technical requirements.
Eliminating overpackaging on private label products nonetheless remains a sensitive question in view of the strategic issues these labels represent for retailers. Private labels pursue a dual objective for the store that sells them: the qualitative objective of enhancing the store's image, and the quantitative objective of generating higher margins (Kremer and Viot, 2012) . Retailers are thus willing to make large-scale investments in their private labels to turn them into brands in their own right, with a specific positioning in the portfolios including generic, mimic and premium private labels (Huang and Huddleston, 2008) . Each type of private labels provides consumers with specific features: (1) generics provide the lowest price, a minimalist packaging and low quality; (2) mimic brands provide low-priced products, a reasonable level of quality and similar packaging to national brands; (3) premium private labels provide high-quality products and sometimes even higher quality than national brands (Laaksonen and Reynolds, 1994; Huang and Huddleston, 2008) . Private labels account for 40% of sales at Wal-Mart, 50% at Tesco and 95% at Aldi, and the private labels' percentage of penetration is high or very high for almost 50% of packaged consumer goods categories in France (Lincoln and Thomassen, 2009 ).
The question of eliminating overpackaging on private labels thus places retailers in a sort of dilemma. On one hand, there is a risk it might restrict profitability on these labels and the capacity to endow them with an equivalent image to national brands. Packaging is a crucial lever in the consumer's purchase decision, and this is particularly true of overpackaging because it is the most visible part of the product's packaging in-store, which is where the consumer makes 76% of his purchase decisions (Popai, 2012) . As packaging is a way to differentiate products in a saturated selling environment (Wells et al., 2007) , eliminating overpackaging on private label products could have negative consequences on their in-store evaluation and acceptability to consumers. On the other hand, it could be seen as an opportunity for retailers, providing both a response to growing stakeholder demand for a greater concern for sustainable development, and a positioning instrument. It could be a way to manage the private label portfolio, for instance by deciding to eliminate overpackaging on generic and mimic private labels. Some retailers are currently experimenting different directions to address the question of overpackaging. As an illustration, for its private label "Healthy Living" launched in January 2014, Tesco offers yoghurts either sold without any overpackaging or with a reduced overpackaging. To solve the dilemma posed by elimination of overpackaging, this study examines how eliminating packaging influences consumers' perceptions of products sold under private labels, and their purchase intention. As the question of eliminating overpackaging is less acute for premium private labels, which are more quality-oriented, and for which packaging design is particularly important (Wells et al., 2007) , we focus on generic and mimic private labels.
To address this question, we draw on the literature on packaging and its communicative power, and also refer to attribution theory (Heider, 1944; 1958) to build a conceptual framework. We then test our hypotheses using a 2 (overpackaging: present vs. absent) x 2 (brand concept: generic vs. mimic private label) between-subjects experiment on a convenience sample of 217 French consumers. Univariate analyses are used to explain different products' perceptions (i.e. perceived quality, perceived expensiveness, perceived environmental friendliness and perceived convenience) and show that eliminating overpackaging does have an influence on mimic private labels' image, notably on perceived quality, environmental friendliness and convenience. Mediation analyses using Hayes' (2012) PROCESS macro also show that this influence negatively transfers to private labels' purchase intention through lower perceived quality and convenience. Our experiment also shows that no such effect appears for generic private labels' image. The conclusion discusses our theoretical contributions and highlights the implications for both academics and practitioners.
Literature review
A product's packaging fulfils both technical and marketing functions (Prendergast and Pitt, 1996) . Technically, packaging exists to preserve product integrity by protecting it from damage caused by climatic, bacteriological and transit hazards (Stewart, 1995) . In marketing terms, packaging is considered as a "silent salesman" (Pilditch, 1957) . Consumers are exposed to the product's packaging in the store before they can directly experience consumption or use of the product (Orth and De Marchi, 2007) . Because it describes and enhances the product to promote it to the final customer, packaging is a crucial tool in the purchase decision (Wigley and Chiang, 2009) . Packaging is a very useful communication channel for the brand at the point of sale (Nancarrow et al., 1998; Hellström and Nilsson, 2011) because it can attract consumers' attention and influence the way they perceive the product's quality (Venter et al., 2011; Honea and Horsky, 2012) . Packaging thus creates visual attention in the store (Schoormans and Robben, 1997; Pieters and Warlop, 1999) , just at the point in time when the consumer makes most of his purchase decisions (Popai, 2012) .
Research so far has concentrated on the influence of packaging features, i.e. extrinsic attributes used by the consumer when it is difficult to assess the product's intrinsic attributes.
It was demonstrated very early on that packaging colour conveys meanings that directly influence product evaluation. As long ago as 1964, Dichter suggested that brown was associated with full-flavoured coffee, blue with milder coffee and yellow with the mildest coffee. In the same product category, Gordon, Finlay and Watts (1994) showed that a dark blue packaging suggested powerful flavour and higher quality. Research into packaging has also examined the effects of the shape of product packaging. In particular, this research suggests that shape influences the way consumers classify the product as belonging to a familiar product category (Berkowitz, 1987; Bloch, 1995) , but also influences their beliefs about the product quality (Berkowitz, 1987; Schoormans and Robben, 1997) and their purchase behaviour. Yang and Raghubir (2005) , for example, show that lengthening the packaging has a positive influence on perceived volume, and consequently a negative influence on the quantities purchased by consumers with low experience of the product. In addition to the packaging's colour and shape, placing a picture on the packaging facilitates instore product detection (Underwood et al., 2001) . The inclusion of a picture also improves the presumed taste of the product (Underwood and Klein, 2002) .
The mechanisms of packaging features' influence on product evaluation are based on use of heuristic cognitive shortcuts by the consumer. Since consumers are dealing with a complex sales environment and have to make decisions in a generally limited time, they tend to use simplified judgement rules to reduce cognitive effort (Payne et al., 1988) . In the case of packaging, immediately visible features are visual clues that feed a relatively unconscious evaluation process (Mueller et al., 2010) . For example, the perceived volume of packaging may depend solely on the perception that it has been lengthened (Raghubir and Krishna, 1999) , and its general shape can encourage several inferences regarding other product attributes such as convenience, durability (Bloch, 1995) , perceived quality (Berkowitz, 1987; Wang, 2013) and perceived expensiveness (Inman et al., 1990) . As another example, packaging features (e.g. eco-labels) can be used as signals to inform consumers about product greenness (Rokka and Uusitalo, 2008; Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014) . Looking beyond the many different features of packaging, the actual presence of overpackaging, understood as packaging designed to surround products without grouping primary units together, has not to our knowledge been empirically researched. And yet this presence alone could also influence product evaluation under a similar set of heuristics, especially perceived quality, expensiveness, convenience and environmental friendliness.
Conceptual framework
On a theoretical level, attribution theory offers an appropriate conceptual framework to study the impact of eliminating overpackaging. This theory originated in 1944 with Heider, and seeks to explain how the individual makes sense of events he observes or in which he is an actor (Kelley, 1973) . Attribution is defined as the individual's search for the causes of an event (Heider, 1958) in order to organise his perceptual field in a coherent, stable, meaningful way, and thus avoid cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) . Cognitive dissonance and attribution are thus related: attribution results from cognitive dissonance, which also influences the outcome of attribution. In this study, attribution theory casts light on consumer responses to elimination of overpackaging, for generic and mimic private labels.
Influence of eliminating overpackaging on private label product perceptions
Based on cognitive evaluation of a product's intrinsic attributes, perceived quality refers to the evaluation of a product's excellence by the consumer (Chueh and Kao, 2004; Villarejo-Ramos and Sanchez-Franco, 2005) . When it is difficult to assess the product's intrinsic attributes, particularly in the case of a quick, in-store decision, the consumer refers to extrinsic attributes such as packaging design (Bloch, 1995) to infer its quality level and expensiveness (Orth et al., 2010) . For instance, the symbolism conveyed by packaging can be used to upscale positioning of the product or brand (Underwood, 2003) , while a sophisticated packaging design can be associated with higher perceived price (Orth et al., 2010) , and use of stickers can be associated with lower perceived price (Inman et al., 1990) . In sum, the features of packaging are extrinsic attributes of the product: they influence consumer perceptions in terms of quality and expensiveness.
This signalling effect of packaging is especially relevant for private labels Underwood et al., 2001) . In fact, "consumers are generally less familiar with the intrinsic attributes of private label brands, compared to more heavily advertised national brands" (Underwood and Klein, 2002, p. 61) . Besides, though private label brands provide an increasing value for money in most European countries, consumers perceive store brands to be inferior to national brands on attributes such as overall quality, appearance, attractiveness, taste, aroma, and reliability (Bellizzi et al., 1981; Cunningham et al., 1982) . Therefore, they rely more on extrinsic cues in evaluating private label brands than they do in evaluating national brands (Richardson, 1994) .
In this study, we consider that overpackaging is such an extrinsic product attribute able to influence the way the product is perceived by the consumer. More specifically, we refer to attribution theory to consider how a consumer interprets the absence of overpackaging and identify a certain number of "attributions" (Weiner, 1979) , i.e. causes to which it can be attributed. Perception of these causes will notably depend on the consumer's experience and knowledge.
Consumers may consider packaging features as generators of usefulness and signals of quality that could justify a price premium (Aydinliyim and Pangburn, 2012) . They may also easily observe that national brand products, which are more expensive and supposed to be better quality, usually have overpackaging, whereas plain products, which are less elaborate and cheaper, do not. This may lead them to attribute the absence of overpackaging to lower quality, but also a lower product price. Furthermore, consumers are increasingly aware of the volume of waste their consumption generates (Arkes, 1996) and assign particular importance to use of environmentally-friendly packaging (Thøgersen, 1999; Rokka and Usitalo, 2008) .
As a result they may associate the absence of overpackaging with a commitment by the industrial manufacturer to move towards a certain selling simplicity in order to reduce its products' ecological impact (Williams and Wikstrom, 2011) . Finally, products with little packaging are perceived as not very convenient for consumers (Aydinliyim and Pangburn, 2012) : the packaging holds the products and protects them against potential damage during transport, storage and sale (McDaniel and Baker, 1977; Gonzalez et al., 2007; Wells et al., 2007; Sogn-Grundvag and Østli, 2009 ) as well as preventing contamination (Argo et al., 2006) . Consequently, the presence of packaging can be associated with perception of the product as more convenient.
In the end, the mere presence of overpackaging can be attributed to causes relating to perceived product quality or the aim of making it easier to transport, consume or use, while the absence of overpackaging can be attributed to causes relating to the aim of making the product more environmentally-friendly or more economical. These perceived causes reflect the existence of cognitive responses that arise spontaneously during exposure to the product.
The result of the attribution process is visible in modification of the brand's cognitive structure, in other words the beliefs associated with the brand. We thus expect the consumer to associate the existence of overpackaging with higher levels of quality, price and convenience, but lower respect for the environment. Overall, this suggests the following hypothesis:
H 1 : Eliminating overpackaging (a) reduces the perceived quality, (b) reduces the perceived expensiveness, (c) increases the perceived environmental friendliness and (d)
reduces the perceived convenience of the product.
Moderating effect of the type of private label
Retailers develop private labels with different positionings, and bearing this in mind they may consider eliminating overpackaging for generic and mimic private labels. In this research we suggest that the type of private label can direct the locus of attribution towards a particular cause. Following this assumption, the effect of having no overpackaging would depend on the type of private label under consideration.
Retailers' own-brands have evolved from low-price, low-quality products to highprice, high-quality ones (Burt, 2000) . In their portfolio, generic private labels are designed to cut down expenses on advertising, packaging and marketing; they provide consumers with the lowest possible price, a minimalist packaging and lower quality compared to national brands (Laaksonen and Reynolds, 1994; Huang and Huddleston, 2008) . They offer simple "no frills" products which are sometimes sold in loose form, usually with low levels of marketing. The absence of overpackaging on generic private labels may therefore not surprise consumers, and not lead them to wonder about the reason for its absence. Yet attribution theory applies when the situation observed by the individual creates enough cognitive dissonance to drive the consumer to seek reasons for it (Lichtenstein and Burton, 1989) . Otherwise, the consumer does not seek the reason for the absence of overpackaging, and does not change his beliefs about the product. Going further, even if the absence of overpackaging does trigger an attribution process, an obvious cause is available to the consumer (elimination of overpackaging is to reduce costs), which could distract him from any other type of internal attribution. As Kelley (1973) explains, attribution follows a "discounting principle" in which the influence of one specific cause is reduced by perception of obvious powerful alternative causes.
Mimic private labels, meanwhile, provide consumers with low-priced products of reasonably acceptable quality (Huang and Huddleston, 2008) . Targeted to compete directly with manufacturers by mimicking leading national brands, they have similar packaging to national brands. The lack of overpackaging may in this case appear surprising to the consumer and create cognitive dissonance, which then triggers the search for its causes. Also, since mimic private labels do not automatically entail attribution to a cause such as the aim to reduce costs to bring down prices, the consumer may be led to change his beliefs about the product by attribution to other causes (i.e. quality, expensiveness, environmental friendliness, convenience). From this discussion comes hypothesis H 2 , which posits that the absence of overpackaging has a greater influence on perceived quality, expensiveness, environmental friendliness, and convenience for a mimic private label product than a generic private label product: Mediation effect between elimination of overpackaging and purchase intention Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) assert that an individual's behaviour results both from his attitude towards that behaviour, which itself depends on his beliefs, and the norm or social pressure to display such behaviour. Similarly, the attitude to a product depends on evaluation of the product's attributes and the importance assigned by the consumer to each attribute.
Perceptions of a product's level of quality and its economic, environmental and practical features correspond to a set of beliefs about the product and should influence consumer behaviour towards it. As an illustration, several studies have found that consumers' perceptions of quality variations increase or decrease the likelihood of private label purchase (Batra and Sinha, 2000; Erdem et al., 2004) . We therefore expect beliefs regarding the product's quality, expensiveness, environmental friendliness and convenience to have an impact on the consumer's purchase intention. Considering hypotheses H 1 and H 2 , Hypothesis H 3 is therefore formulated as follows: 
Method

Experimental Design and Stimuli
The experiment follows a 2 (overpackaging: present vs. absent) by 2 (brand concept: generic vs. mimic private label) between-subjects design. Across all conditions, participants were invited to observe a visual representation of a pack of four yoghurts, with and without overpackaging (see Appendix 1) and to complete a questionnaire. For the purpose of manipulation checks, we first asked respondents whether the product they were exposed to was overpackaged and the results showed a significant difference depending on the presence of overpackaging (M presence = 3.90 vs. M absence = 2.37, p < .01).
We focused on France, where private label share is 30%, which is average compared to other European countries; private labels shares vary from 16.8% in Italy to 50.5% in the UK (SymphonyIRI, 2012) . We chose yoghurt as the product category to study because it is a consumer staple with very high penetration in the population: 44% for private label chilled products in France (GFK 2013); 96.7% for yoghurts and 83.6% for yoghurts under private labels in March 2013 (figures extracted by Nielsen on 9 April 2014). This product category also symbolically embodies the issue of reducing overpackaging (CNE, 2007a) . We chose a real private label from one of the largest supermarket chains in France (Auchan), which sells private label products with different brand concepts, covering both generic and mimic private labels. This retailer's positioning is rather neutral compared with other supermarket chains.
Manipulation of the brand concept is based on display of the "low cost" (premier prix) logo on the product with its "economical" positioning. This manipulation proved to be a success, as respondents perceived the generic private label product to be less expensive than the mimic private label product (M generic = 1.83 vs. M mimic = 2.20, p < .01).
Sample
Data were collected through a face-to-face survey of 217 respondents. They were personally approached in the street in a major French city in March 2013. The final sample varies in terms of sex (48% female), age (mean = 37, standard dev. = 17), and socio-economic status. We randomly assigned subjects to one of the four treatments. Additional analyses showed that the four groups were homogenous in terms of sex (χ² (3) = .58, ns), age (F (3,213) = 0.40, ns), product involvement (F (3,213) = .88, ns), environmental consciousness (F (3,213) = 2.08, ns), and price sensitivity (F (3,213) = 1.83, ns), which were included in analyses as individual control variables.
Measures
The respondents first assessed their purchase intention using items borrowed from Dodds et al. (1991) : "If I was going to buy yoghurt, the chances of me buying this product would be high", "I want to buy this product", "If I was going to buy yoghurt, I would strongly consider buying this product", "If I was going to buy yoghurt, I would be very keen on buying this product" (Cronbach alpha = 0.878). To measure product evaluation and the individual covariables, we used adaptations of previously validated scales: perceived quality (Erdem and Swait, 1998) , perceived expensiveness (Slonim and Garbarino, 1999) , perceived environmental friendliness (ad hoc items), perceived convenience (ad hoc items), product involvement (Author, 2010) , environmental consciousness (Schwepker and Cornwell, 1991) , and price sensitivity (Lichtenstein et al., 1993) . All the constructs were measured by fivepoint Likert scales. We conducted unidimensionality and reliability checks for the multi-item scales and found satisfactory reliability. Appendix 2 lists the scales that were used in the experiment.
Results
Univariate results
To test H1 and H2, we ran successive ANCOVAS with overpackaging and the private label concept as factors, and product involvement, environmental consciousness, price sensitivity, age and sex as covariates, on the private label product perceptions.
As expected, eliminating overpackaging has a significant positive effect on perceived environmental friendliness (F (1,208) = 18.18, p < .01) and a significant negative effect on perceived convenience (F (1,208) = 5.80, p < .05). It has also a marginally significant positive effect on perceived expensiveness (F (1,208) = 2.73, p < .10) and a non-significant negative effect on perceived quality (F (1,208) = 2.04, p = .15). The data therefore corroborated H 1b , H 1c and H 1d , but not H 1a . We also found a significant two-way interaction between overpackaging and the private label concept on perceived quality (F (1,208) = 6.35, p < .05) and perceived Analyses conducted separately for each private label concept showed that the influence of eliminating overpackaging depends on the private label concept. More specifically, they showed a significant effect of eliminating overpackaging on perceived quality (F (1,104) = 7.54, p < .01), perceived environmental friendliness (F (1,104) = 24.83, p <.01), and perceived convenience (F (1,104) = 8.32, p < .01) for mimic private label products. As expected, contrast tests showed that overpackaged mimic private label products were associated with higher levels of quality (M = 3.16 vs. 2.72; F (1,104) = 7.54, p < .01) and convenience (M = 3.49 vs. 2.82; F (1,104) = 8.32, p < .01), but a lower level of environmental friendliness (M = 2.75 vs. 3.57; F (1,104) = 24.83, p < .01) than non-overpackaged mimic private label products. These effects did not appear for generic private label products (F s(1,99) = 2.01, p s > .10). Besides, though eliminating overpackaging seems to reduce both private label products perceived expensiveness (see Figure 2, 
Mediation results
Turning to the test of private label product perceptions as mediating variables explaining the effect of eliminating overpackaging on purchase intention, mediation analyses were conducted following the procedure proposed by Zhao et al. (2010) and Preacher and Hayes's (2008) macro. Private label concept was included as a moderator. Product involvement, environmental consciousness, price sensitivity, age and sex were controlled for and included as covariates. A bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples helped counteract the assumption of normality of the sampling distribution of the indirect effect (ab), as required by the Sobel test (Hayes, 2009 ). Using Hayes' (2012) PROCESS macro (model 7), we specified a 95% confidence interval.
When exploring the influence of eliminating overpackaging on purchase intention for generic private labels, the results suggest no mediating effects of yoghurts perceptions, with the confidence interval of the indirect effect including "0" (Zhao et al., 2010) . Regarding mimic private labels, and contrary to our expectations, perceived environmental friendliness and perceived expensiveness do not mediate the influence of eliminating overpackaging on purchase intention: H 3b and H 3c are therefore not supported. However, the indirect effect estimated by the bootstrapping process is significant and negative for perceived quality (ab = -0.32, with a resulting confidence interval from -0.5471 to -0.1008) and perceived convenience (ab = -0.06, with a resulting confidence interval from -0.1626 to -0.0119). The fact that these confidence intervals do not include zero indicates a significant indirect effect and supports the case for mediation. All of the coefficients related to these two indirect effects (i.e. a and b) are significant (p < 0.05) or marginally significant (p < 0.06) and of the expected sign, supporting H 3a and H 3d . Specifically, eliminating overpackaging reduces perceived quality and convenience, and even when controlling for overpackaging elimination, a unit increase in perceived quality enhances purchase intention by 0.66 units (b = 0.66, p < 0.01) while a unit increase in perceived convenience enhances purchase intention by 0.11 units (b = 0.11, p < 0.01).
Discussion
There has been a good deal of research into environmentally-friendly behaviour, especially buying "green" products (Lin and Chang, 2012; Olson, 2013) or ecologicallypackaged products (Schwepker and Cornwell, 1991; Rokka and Usitalo, 2008) . To our knowledge, no research has considered the elimination of overpackaging, although that could contribute to the aim of reducing products' environmental impact (Thøgersen, 1999) . In a pioneering attempt to evaluate the effects of eliminating overpackaging on private labels in the fast-moving consumer goods industry, this paper adds to the body of literature on sustainable retailing. It shows that eliminating overpackaging does have an influence on mimic private labels' image, notably on perceived quality, convenience and environmental friendliness, but for generic private labels it does not have any effect. It also shows that this influence negatively transfers to purchase intention for mimic private labels, through lower perceived quality and convenience. These results have some interesting theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretical implications
Regarding product packaging, past research indicates a contradiction. On one hand, packaging, and therefore a fortiori overpackaging, appears to have a key role in communication of brand identity and product evaluation (Underwood, 2003) . On the other hand, its elimination does not appear to affect this evaluation, since it is considered as a way of cutting the amount of waste generated (Thøgersen, 1996) . In looking at elimination of overpackaging and its impact on consumer responses as regards quality, expensiveness, environmental friendliness and convenience, this article provides additional arguments for the position defended by Underwood (2003) . For example, it not only shows that eliminating overpackaging has an impact on the product's perceived quality, environmental friendliness and convenience; it also shows that this impact depends on the type of private label.
Specifically, an impact on perceived quality, environmental friendliness and convenience is only observed for mimic private labels. Finally, for both product label concepts, eliminating overpackaging actually seems to reduce perceived expensiveness, but this effect is not significant when considering separately mimic and generic label products.
This study also shows that the influence of eliminating overpackaging on purchase intention is mediated by perceived quality and convenience, but not by perceived expensiveness and environmental friendliness. For perceived expensiveness, the effect is relatively marginal (p= 0.16), possibly because the products selected in the experiment are fairly simple and may have been perceived as fairly cheap (M=1.02 out of 5). Regarding the lack of mediating influence of perceived environmental friendliness, one explanation could be the "green marketing myopia" phenomenon (Ottman et al., 2006, p. 24) , i.e. "marketers' myopic focus on their products' "greenness" over the broader expectations of consumers". Some research has even demonstrated the potential negative effects of products' green features on consumers' preference (Luchs et al., 2010; Kronrod et al., 2012) . The product's "greenness" does not thus appear to be a sufficient argument to explain purchase intention in most consumers. To verify the relevance of this explanation, future research could consider the moderating nature of individual sensitivity to environmental protection, and test to see whether the product's perceived environmental friendliness could mediate the influence of eliminating overpackaging on purchase intention in the most environmentally-sensitive consumers.
Finally, this study enables us to reaffirm the power of attribution theory to understand consumer perceptions, particularly environmental perceptions relating to a sustainable development action.
Practical implications
This research provides an answer to the dilemma that may face brands. It shows that when overpackaging is eliminated, perceived quality only declines for mimic private labels.
Retailers thus need to think about which components of the primary packaging should be reinforced, so as not to affect perceived quality. For generic private labels, the consumer attributes the absence of overpackaging to a coherent decision by the retailer to reduce costs, indicating that overpackaging is not a signal of better quality for these brands. Our results show that overpackaging can be legitimately eliminated without affecting the perceived quality of a product positioned as "economical", while reducing the production costs of overpackaging for the retailer. This study thus makes it possible to define an initial managerial framework concerning the conditions for elimination of overpackaging on private label products. Hesitant retailers could for instance decide to eliminate overpackaging provided they make sure, in the case of mimic private labels, that the primary packaging benefits from the same attributes as the overpackaging in terms of technical and marketing functions. It would therefore be advisable to consider communication campaigns focusing on the fact that product quality is unaffected when overpackaging is eliminated, and stressing the benefits for the product's other attributes (convenience, price, environmental friendliness). In a context where increasing consideration must be given to sustainable development, retailers could present elimination of overpackaging as a way of reducing the amount of waste and making selective waste disposal easier for consumers, who would no longer have to deal with this unnecessary packaging.
For example, when supermarket chain Leclerc eliminated overpackaging, it focused its communication campaign on cutting the price of products (e.g. a slogan for toothpaste was:
"€1.03 with no box"), while fellow supermarket retailer Auchan emphasized the ecological argument (e.g. one of its slogan for chocolate mousses: "so that Elsa's shopping will create less waste, Auchan is reducing packaging on its products"). Only some communications, for instance by food manufacturer Danone, have taken the initiative of focusing on the product's perceived convenience: Danone stressed that the elimination of overpackaging on Activia brand products had no effect on the convenience and quality of the packaging, as the primary packaging had been redesigned (e.g. by making the pot lid stronger). Finally, Danone's les2Vaches brand opted to leave the overpackaging on its newly-launched products to maximise their marketing impact, i.e. their in-store visibility, then to eliminate it for environmental reasons after about a year, once the products were sufficiently well-known.
Limitations and further research
Despite its contributions, this study is not free of limitations. Firstly, it does not incorporate context effects relating to the fact that the products observed at points of sale are not currently homogeneous as regards the presence or absence of overpackaging on products.
In this study respondents were presented with pictures of a single product that was not shown in a realistic in-store context. An experiment including such context effects could develop the study further by considering a real-life situation in which consumers find themselves facing several products, some with overpackaging and some without. Attribution theory could once again be highly relevant in this respect, reinforcing the importance of the environmental friendliness attribution and making it a habit for the sector, if all brands decided to eliminate overpackaging at the same time.
Secondly, replications of this study should be considered, particularly in a different product category. Private label health and beauty products (such as toothpaste, skin creams, etc.) are affected by the overpackaging issue just as much as chilled products (CNE, 2007b) and may suffer from competition from national brands, which are also sold in the supermarkets as well as specialised stores. Given the completely different associations a consumer may make between a product (food or non-food) and the usefulness of its overpackaging, perceptions of quality, expensiveness, convenience and environmental friendliness could be affected. It would also be interesting to observe the effect of eliminating overpackaging on themed private labels, for example organic labels, since their consumption is associated with individual health and taste-related motivations, as well as collective environmental concern motivations (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987; Zanoli and Naspetti, 2001 ).
The absence of overpackaging on this type of private label product could thus be attributed to lower sensorial and health quality (Thompson, 1998) , or a stronger environmental quality.
Beyond these replications which could foster external validity of the experiment, it would be interesting to use a more reliable measure of convenience to increase its internal validity.
Actually, apart from product protection, this concept also includes dimensions of transport, handling or storage, which can be of great importance for some product categories, such as hygiene products.
Thirdly, this study examines how eliminating overpackaging influences evaluation of private label products. It might also be interesting to see how it affects the retailer's image.
Private labels are developed by retailers both to increase margins and enhance their image (Kremer and Viot, 2012) . In this case, eliminating the overpackaging could play a role for the retailer's image, especially the perception of its commitment to sustainable development. This environmental commitment by retailers is particularly important due to their pivotal role between consumer demand and supplier output. 
